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The meeting of France’s research
establishment this autumn was
not without background: 215
years ago the Estates General of
Research met at a crucial time in
French history. The meeting then
of representatives from all over
the country was well-prepared
and based on nearly five
centuries of tradition. Bringing
together 1,200 delegates, each
clearly assigned to one of the
three main social classes by their
clothing, it was both a parade of
the old world order and the signal
for the most radical change in
history.
The third estate (i.e. everybody
who didn’t belong to the nobility
or clergy) had fought for and
obtained 600 places in the
assembly, but, as the privileged
classes insisted on block votes
by estates, equality in the head
count didn’t increase the
influence of the common people
by one iota. Within days, the third
estate marched out of the Estates
General and declared itself the
National Assembly, setting the
ball rolling for the French
Revolution.
Some two centuries later, the
Estates General of Research were
held at Grenoble in the French
Alps at the end of October. While
the powerful and the powerless
can no longer be distinguished by
the presence or absence of
feathers in their hats,
disagreement and mutual
mistrust is still the order of the
day, especially if it comes to
discussions on the current crisis
and future prospects of French
science. Earlier this year, the
successful protest movement
‘Sauvons la Recherche’ (SLR)
forced the government to
concede significant financial and
structural improvements (Curr.
Biol. 14, R491–R492).
Since then, an unprecedented
grass-roots exercise has taken
place. Local committees of
research staff all across the
country assembled to discuss the
changes they want to see
included in the radical reform of
the entire research system that
most observers consider
inevitable. On the national level,
the Comité d’Initiative et de
Proposition (CIP) founded by
Édouard Brézin and Étienne-
Émile Baulieu, who had acted as
mediators between researchers
and politicians, coordinated the
exercise and funnelled the results
into a 70-page document entitled
‘Proposals to improve the French
research system’, which was
presented to the national
assembly at Grenoble. (Available
online from http://cip-etats-
generaux.apinc.org/)
The document makes detailed
proposals for change in four key
areas: organization and structure
of science policy; universities and
research institutes; funding and
evaluation; and job security and
career development.
Among the structural changes
proposed are the creation of a full
ministry for science, technology
and higher education.
With respect to universities and
research institutes, the paper
recommends opening up the
structural separations between
the major research bodies (such
as CNRS, INSERM) and the higher
education system. However, it
stops short of adopting the more
radical proposal from an earlier
report of the Académie des
Sciences to create a single pool
of academics with variable
involvement in research and
teaching, and to reduce CNRS,
INSERM, etc. from the biggest
employers of researchers to mere
funding agencies, in the image of
the British research councils.
In the field of funding, SLR had
demanded an increase of one
billion Euros to the budget for civil
research. In March, prime minister
Raffarin had conceded this
demand, and in September his
government presented the 2005
budget, where the extra sum is
duly included and corresponds to
a 10% rise compared with the
2004 budget. Speaking at the
Grenoble assembly, research
minister François d’Aubert topped
up the increase by another billion
Euros per year, which adds up to
a total of six billion Euros extra
over the next three years. The
researchers want to see this
promise extended to five years,
and to reduce the red tape in the
funding procedures.
Finally, the wish-list from the
report is longest in the fourth
area, concerning the career
options of young researchers as
the fury of young scientists over
the lack of job perspectives had
fuelled much of the protest
movement. The paper demands
an official plan to improve the
career prospects for young
scientists. Moreover, young
lecturers should be freed of up to
50% of their current teaching
load, and the division of labour
between research, teaching and
administration could be adapted
more flexibly to the individual
preferences and abilities.
At the Grenoble meeting,
Brézin presented the 70-page
document to the delegates for
discussion, saying: “This text
identifies the problems that
French research faces and
presents initiatives and realistic
proposals to solve them.” During
the two-day discussion, only
details were amended, and the
full report was sanctioned by the
assembly. After a last round of
editing, the committee finally
handed the final document to the
research minister François
d’Aubert on November 9th.
The minister is now left with the
difficult task to prepare a law to
reform the entire research system.
He might feel just a little hot under
his collar when he considers the
historic precedent of the Estates
General. The last time round, the
event was swiftly followed by the
storming of the Bastille.
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